 Ibid., 26, 
It used to be said that if you shouted down a hole anywhere in the world the answer invariably came back in Cornish. But (Maton, 1797) .
In addition, Maton had a close look at its industiies. He has a good deal to say about fishing, but more interesting to us in these days is his description of mining in the county.
He was nothing if not thorough and descended a number of mines, generally by ladder, though it seems as if he went down one mine with a rope tied round his thighs for he writes: 'A person . .. must often descend in the same shaft wherein the steam engine works, and the noise arising from its movements together with the "horrible appearance of the rod when lifted over his head" occasions the most uneasy sensations imaginable.
The miners themselves invariably recommend to us to use the ladder shafts in which one has to trust to one's own strength and the spokes of a ladder.' but this has its drawbacks for at Huel, Mexico 'the only silver mine in the county' . . . 'I found it very dangerous to descend on account of ladders continuing straight to the bottom and there being no resting place except a niche cut out on one side in the earth, should one unfortunately miss one's hold of the ladder in this shaft there is nothing to prevent a fall to the very floor of the mine.' Polgooth mine, he observes, was yielding £1,500 a month clear profit in 1794 -a fortune for somebody. He mentions near Penzance descending the Wherry mine, an early example of off-shore drilling. The shaft was protected by a cast-iron 'chimney' from the sea and access was by a raised narrow platform. The pump shaft from the engine was apparently taken over the sea by a system of rods and levers.
To those who go from what is now industrial England to Cornwall for holidays and relaxation, away from dirt, smoke, and atmospheric pollution, Maton's description of Hayle will come as a surprise:
'The country around Hayle is entirely covered with sand which is blown about by every blast and renders its appearance truly dismal. The immense volumes of smoke that roll over it, proceeding from the copper houses, increases its cheerless effect, whilst the hollow jarring of the distant steam engines remind us of the labours of Cyclops in the entrails of Mont Aetna.' a bit flowery perhaps, but any one from Lancashire or the West Riding will know what he means.
Coal for the pumping engines was carried on pack horses; a 'prodigious number of these animals travel together', he notes, and goes on to record 'in narrow lanes we were often much inconvenienced by these unceremonious travellers'.
At Tincroft mine he notes that the engine was on 'Hornblower's principle'. This is an interesting footnote to history, for Hornblower was trying to break the monopoly which patent rights had given to Boulton and Watt. The latter were eventually forced to fight a lawsuit to retain their monopoly.
Maton, however, was a physician and his observations in this field are interesting. He gives the mining population of the country as 15 000 men, women, and children. Of the miners he says:
'Most of the miners have a wretched, emaciated appearance, for they suffer from dampness, impurity of air, heat, and numerous other causes, though in Cornwall they are subjected to the fatal effects of choak damps less than in any other mining countries. From enquiries we made amongst these miners, the most general inconvenience experienced with regard to their bodily health is a tightness and constant uneasiness of the thorax.'
The significant fact here, apart from the symptoms described, is that he made enquiries, surely one of the earliest excursions in the field of industrial disease in this country.
In Hayle he visited the copper smelting houses, and he writes:
'Nothing can be more shocking than the appearance which the workmen in the smelting houses exhibit. So dreadfully deleterious are the fumes of arsenic constantly impregnating the air of these places and so profuse is the perspiration occasioned by the heat of the furnaces that those who have been employed at them but a few months become most emaciated figures and in the course of a few years are generally laid in their graves. Some of the poor wretches who were ladling the liquid metal from the furnaces to the moulds looked more like walking corpses than living human beings. How melancholy a circumstance to reflect upon yet to how few does it occur, that in preparing the materials of those numerous utensils which we are taught to consider indispensable in our kitchens, several of our fellow creatures are daily deprived of the greatest blessing of life, and too seldom obtain relief but in losing life itself. ' No doubt modern industrial physicians will disagree with his diagnosis but this was 1794 and his observations must have been novel for those days. There is probably little copper worth getting in Cornwall now, but a good deal of tin. As the earth's tin reserves shrink, mining must eventually come back to the county. Only Geevor and South Crofty now work, though there is talk of opening up Levant again and prospecting elsewhere. One of the limiting factors in reopening the Cornish mining induEtry could be that the Cornishman, after more than 1 000 years of disembowelling his own county, may be losing his taste for mining. Foreigners are now employed in those mines which still continue to function, so if you shout down a hole in Cornwall now or in the future the answer may well come back in Italian!
